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tyrannical idol, threatens to warp our judgment or restrict our
pleasure. No, if periods are considered merely as convenient
means of analysis and classification.

The first use of the period idea is negative. It adds nothing
to literature, but it helps remove causes of misunderstanding.
We frequently attach the word period to the notion of style in
clothes or furniture: the study of a period brings out the im-
portant fact that such things are mere fashions, and do not
affect the essential man. We shall never fully know "what the
poet tried to express and how he expressed it/3 unless we are
acquainted with his language, that is to say with the conven-
tions of his time. We might think that the French classics of
the seventeenth century were highly artificial and pompous,
because they wore impressive periwigs and wrote in heroic
couplets. Greater familiarity with their costumes and customs
makes us realize that Moliere, Racine, Boileau, were men like
ourselves. The realistic minds of the Middle Ages were not
"naive" 5 the critical philosophers of the Enlightenment were
not "flippant" 5 they only seem so to the uninitiated. The work
of the antiquarian, who revels in period differences, is of capital
importance for the true historian, because it enables him to dis-
count these differences.

If we thus eliminate what is "period" in an author, we dis-
cover his essential humanity, and also the uniqueness of his
personality. We have to study the Elizabethan Age in order
to disengage the true Shakespeare from his purely Elizabethan
trappings and tricks of speech. For the period, which creates
false differences between men of various centuries, also creates
false resemblances among members of the same generation.
We have to reconstitute the atmosphere of Paris and Versailles
under the reign of Louis XIV in order to measure the full
distance between Racine, Thomas Corneille and Quinault, and
in order to discover that Racine is more akin to Shakespeare
than to those men who wore the same elaborate uniform as he.

But the Period idea may also be used positively. All tenden-
cies, we are ready to-grant, are present at all times in the human